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she would sit curled up on a divan with a cat and 
a typewriter on her knees, and close beside 
her one of those gas stoves that drip.
When the wind and the waves abated for a 
moment, you could hear the steady plop, plop 
of the gas. There was a huge fierce dog chained 
up outside, but at night he was let loose. None 
of us dared to go into the garden after dark.
When Bülent was commissioned to write a 
book about the last Sultans, we bought a 1954 
diesel Mercedes for £30 on our way through 
Germany and I drove it down through Austria, 
Yugoslavia and Bulgaria to Istanbul. On the 
way, Bülent bought me chocolate and oranges 
and told me to turn right when he meant left.
In Istanbul it was spring and all the Judas 
trees were in flower. We went up to stay with 
Mahmud, Bülent’s brother, a very handsome 
man with beautiful manners, who wore old 
grey flannel English trousers, gym shoes, old 
torn white shirts and a rather grand sort of 
cravat. He lived in a bleak house on top of a hill 
in Küçük Çamlıca with 11 dogs.
Then we set off for the south to find 
somewhere cheap and quiet for Bülent to write 
and for me to paint. We stopped at Pergamon 
and then Konya where Bülent took me to 
Rumi’s tomb. “He’s all about love,” he said and 
that was all. I stood staring at the tomb,
O
UR MEETING IN THE BÜYÜK LONDRA 
Oteli on my first visit to Istanbul had 
been vaguely arranged five months 
before. I arrived at Sirkeci station at 
six in the morning and three different h tel 
porters told me at two-hourly intervals that 
“yok — no mesaj”. A fourth said but yes, a 
gentleman had come the day before. “He 
expected you yesterday,” he said reproachfully 
and no, I could not ring the number he had left 
owing to the previous night’s rain.
So I sat and waited. At three o’clock, there, 
suddenly, was Bülent, my Turk, with his cousin 
Münevver Ayaşlı, waiting in a big old Chevrolet 
taxi outside. We went straight down to 
Eminönü and took the ferry to Beylerbeyi. 
Twenty minutes later, as we glided towards the 
quay, Bülent pointed out a square pink house 
on the water’s edge. “And that, just beside the 
sea, will be your room,” he said.
That night, for the first time, I drank rakı, 
ate tiny börek and köfte, white cheese and 
olives, and dined off pilav with pine kernels and 
currants, dolma and peaches, figs, grapes and 
watermelon.
Münevver used to write a column for an 
Istanbul newspaper at that time. She had 
bright, intelligent and humorous black eyes and 
later on when we used to come in the winter,
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wondering if I felt anything. The idea 
of Rumi being all about love drew me 
to him, but it was not until a year later 
that I started to read his lovely poems 
and tried to learn them by heart.
We spent our first night in the 
balmy air of the south at Silifke and in 
the morning we drove on along a high, 
winding, beautiful but terrifying road 
above the sea, meeting nothing more 
than a few camels with gigantic loads 
on their backs.
At last, in the evening, we came to 
Side and found rooms on the edge of 
the sand-dunes with the sandy beach 
stretching away to the west, the ruins 
of a large theatre to the east. The 
village was in the ruins and many of 
the houses had bases or heads of 
columns in the gardens, used as 
tables, or steps, or just there to sit on.
I remember looking at the sea that 
first evening and the reeds in the 
dunes being blown about and saying, 
“Oh I could live here for ever!” Bülent 
was doubtful. He did not really like 
anywhere in Turkey the way he loved 
Istanbul.
We found a small pension called 
the Hermes. Bülent had the grandest 
room, with a shower which did not 
work, and I had a room with an iron 
stove for burning wood which I used 
to light in the evenings. In the 
courtyard there was an orange tree, 
olive, pomegranate, carnations, 
freesia, roses and marigold.
We were the only people there. In 
the mornings I painted in the ruins, 
and in the evenings when I painted 
Bülent used to sit beside me reading 
and smoking. At Christmas we drove 
in the Mercedes to a farm where 
there were turkeys.
The farmer finally caught two, 
although, privately, I wished he 
hadn’t, and bundled them into the 
boot of the car under the furious eyes 
of his wife. “That’s right!” she yelled 
from the balcony, “Sell the turkeys,
sell the chickens, sell the eggs, sell 
the house. Why don’t you sell me?”
We left the following spring when 
the orange trees were covered with 
pink and white blossom and the sea 
was again warm enough to rush into.
“Next year, ” Bülent said, “we’ll go 
east.” It wasn’t next year but the one 
after. We got berths on a Turkish 
shipping line going from Istanbul to 
Hopa, the last port on the Turkish 
coast of the Black Sea.
We arrived at Hopa in the middle 
of the night and were rowed ashore. 
We stayed in a bare wooden hotel. In 
the morning we drove inland and 
gazed across the border to the 
Russian hills. But Bülent was anxious 
to leave and we drove on through the 
rain all the way to Trabzon.
‘I slithered out and swam in 
the lake hoping to see a 
swimming cat’
In the morning we changed our 
remaining pounds and took another 
car and drove to Sumela, where we 
walked through huge crimson 
rhododendrons up to the monastery.
When we came down, we drove on 
in the taxi up to Hamsiköy. The driver 
kept telling us of all the accidents that 
had happened the winter before: a 
soldier disappeared in deep snow, 
probably eaten by wolves, 10 soldiers 
stranded in a ditch for two nights, a 
school bus gone over the edge “just 
here”, he said, going perilously near 
the edge of the road.
Hamsiköy, Bülent said, had the 
best sütlaç in Turkey and we sat with 
wet feet in the cold misty air and ate 
two bowlfuls each. Itwas rich sweet 
and creamy. Then we went down to 
Trabzon and dined in a restaurant 
where partridges strutted over the 
sawdust on the floor. In the morning 
we joined our ship again and steamed
back to Istanbul on a choppy Black 
Sea.
Years later we went back to 
Hamsiköy where Bülent and three of 
his students, all well over six foot tall, 
took a sort of a barn of a house on top 
of a hill. When they arrived people 
said: “Here come the giants.” Their 
stay in the house did not last long as 
they were surrounded day and night 
by a thick mist.
So we motored south over the 
Zigana Pass, down through dense 
woods and along perilous roads to 
Artvin and Kars and then to Ararat, 
rising suddenly out of a vast flat plain, 
to the fantastic palace of Doğubeyazıt 
and finally to Lake Van.
We ate by the side of the lake and 
while the giants went on eating and 
drinking, I slithered out and swam in 
the lake on my birthday, hoping to see 
a swimming cat.
Back in Istanbul we returned to 
Mahmud in Küçük Çamlıca. It was 
nearly time for the annual migration 
of the storks and one morning we saw 
them, vague darkish blobs in the 
distant sky. Then they were above 
our heads, circling gradually higher 
and higher and joined by others from 
north and east. I thought in the next 
life — were there one — I would 
rather like to be a stork.
The next year — I think — we 
found Bodrum where we stayed in a 
house with mice and holes in the 
wooden floor and a lavatory at the end 
of the garden. After a few weeks of 
that we found Bitez, a seaside village 
about 10 kilometres away, with two 
houses and two cafés under a 
mulberry tree.
We rented one of the two houses, a 
white one with blue shutters, on the 
very edge of the sea. Then we built 
our own house and planted hibiscus, 
wisteria, morning glory, hollyhocks, 
roses and jasmine, and then we did 
not travel so much any more. □
Angela Culme-Seymour’s work will be on show at L ’Escargot Restaurant, 48 Greek Street, London W1 from October 5.
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